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Just two days ago, Coast Guard officials began conducting search
operations in the waters north of the Bahamas because a cruise ship passenger was
reported missing. In early November, modern day brigands fired mortars at a
cruise ship off the cost of Somalia. These are two recent additions to a growing
manifest of unexplained disappearances, unsolved crimes and brazen acts of
lawlessness on the high seas. According to industry experts, a wide range of
criminal activities, including drug smuggling, sexual assaults, piracy and terrorism,
threaten the security of maritime travel and trade. Today we begin an examination
of the complex web of laws, treaties, regulations and commercial practices meant
to protect lives and property in an increasingly dangerous world.

Ocean travel puts passengers and crew in a distant, isolated environment and
subjects them to unique risks and vulnerabilities. Like small cities, cruise ships
experience crimes - from petty to profoundly tragic. But city dwellers know the
risks of urban life, and no one falls off a city never to be heard from again. Cruise
passengers can be blinded to the very real perils of the sea by ship operators
unwilling to interrupt the party for security warnings. And after an incident occurs,
a thorough investigation can be difficult when the crime scene literally floats away,
on schedule, to its next port of call,
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Jurisdictional and bureaucratic tangles can also impede investigation and
resolution of crimes at sea. For purely economic reasons, most commercial ships
fly under foreign flags. Passengers cannot assume the protection of U.S. laws and
law enforcement will be available in time, if at all. When events involve citizens
of different nations, in the territorial waters of a third, all three can assert some
jurisdictional claim. While these legal and diplomatic niceties are being resolved,
the crime trail grows cold and crucial evidence may go overboard or melt into the
crowd ashore.

The recently promulgated National Strategy for Maritime Security and the
Global Maritime Response Plan should better integrate and accelerate federal
agency assistance to those attacked at sea. We will monitor implementation of
those new policies closely.

Lack of hard data on maritime crime rates and trends engenders a false sense
of security and frustrates efforts to address emerging problems. Some companies
report incidents voluntarily to the Federal Bureau of Investigation or international
organizations. But others do not, and no truly industry-wide data is available to
help discerning customers assess the real risks of transoceanic travel.

So we asked those most involved in responding to maritime crises to
describe current legal and operational security standards. What statistics are kept
and who keeps them? What information is given to passengers on the risks of
international travel by sea? How are missing person reports investigated? How
and when is it determined if a crime is involved? How are jurisdictional conflicts
resolved? Are there best-practices and technologies that should be used to protect
passengers in the alluring but unforgiving marine environment?

Last July, George Smith and his new wife Jennifer thought they were
launching their lives together on a honeymoon cruise. But after only ten days
aboard he disappeared under circumstances still being investigated by the FBI and
Turkish officials. His family, and many others who have contacted us, seek
closure, await justice and ask that no more families endure avoidable tragedies.

We hear their call for safer seas, are determined to pursue this investigation
and we look for greater candor, accountability and responsiveness from those
entrusted to carry precious cargo into a vast, inherently hazardous realm.



